The three Accounts of Practice in this edition give us an overview of how action learning has been used in the public sector and educational institutions as a supportive learning tool whilst also tackling real issues and concerns. In the first account we learn how action learning is used to tackle a critical issue within an organisation that affects people outside of it. This is a common theme throughout the use of action learning both theoretically and practically. In the second account this theme is followed further looking at how it is used as a supporting tool and method to help students transition from an academic to a clinical environment in a medical school. The final account offers a different but none-the-less interesting account of how action learning is used alongside accrediting the programme without compromising the quality and outcomes.
In An Action Learning Approach to the Question: Are Ambulance Response Time Targets Achievable? Slater's account of practice uses an action learning study to address this question. The account sits within the context of the ambulance service in the UK failing to achieve the national ambulance response times claiming to be overstretched due to increasing demand, particularly from the elderly and limited funding. Slater outlines the frustrations of staff and the financial pressures which have led to 'management in silos' where even low cost opportunities for improvement are ignored even if there would be substantial benefits to the health service as a whole. Against this background Slater tells his account from his non-executive director role of one of the ambulance trusts. Having experience in a different sector, Slater introduced action learning to identify and implement operational changes targeted to improve both ambulance response times and patient outcomes while reducing cost within the National Health Service (NHS). The objective was to identify issues by means of collaborative learning and establish alternative patterns of working with ambulance and other resources to achieve defined targets. Accordingly, 2 action learning sets met over a period of 18 months with staff at all levels in the Trust. The first consisted of volunteers who worked similar shifts were established in each area; the first from front line operating staff, and the second, from support staff. Both the sector manager and I co-ordinated the discussions and brought both individuals from different sets and third-parties together in a 'mixed set' when joint interests occurred.
As well as the practice of the action learning sets, Slater also conducted a study of them proffering insights and recommendations. He argues a key issue was understanding the Trust wide picture and where acceptable new procedures could provide economic benefits to the Trust, benefits to the patients and help achieve the response time targets. A simulation model driven by parameters agreed by the action learning sets provided proof that new procedures would generate the required benefits. The learning sets also identified that the public should adjust their expectations to understanding that an immediate front line ambulance response would only be despatched in life threatening cases but there would be alternative slower responses for all other cases. Slater concludes that the sets identified hidden issues, offered alternative solutions and broke down NHS organisational 'silos'. The process also generated the need for specific data to determine the right place and right time to implement potential solutions to maximise patient outcomes, achieve the ambulance response time targets and minimise costs.
In Using Action Learning Sets to Support Students Managing Transition into the Clinical Learning Environment in a UK Medical School, McKee and Markless report on a curriculum innovation project to empower third-year undergraduate medical students to recognise learning opportunities in their clinical placements and to proactively use them to develop their understanding and practice. The project created action learning sets in response to the challenges students face when trying to engage in work-based learning. In particular, how changes to clinical working patterns affect student learning, principally their participation within clinical teams.
The account of practice describes how the action learning sets were conducted in two teaching hospitals, involving medical students over a 10-week period, meeting weekly. The project was independently evaluated using student interviews triangulated with facilitators systematic reflections on the sessions and student written reflections. The action earning sets were found to provide a valuable and atypical approach to supporting students through the transition from academic to clinical learning settings and laid the foundations for a lifelong learning practice. This included supporting students to ask effective questions, develop participation in practice, present and identify themselves as emergent professionals, reflect upon and manage critical incidents and engage in both self-directed and collaborative learning.
In Delivering Australian Vocational Qualifications Through Action Learning, Cother and Cother provide an account of practice set outside the UK in Tasmania. The authors provide an overview of how a government agency in Tasmania approached them to deliver a successful action learning programme they had implemented in South Australia previously for the Tasmanian context. For Tasmania, a requirement was that participants in the programme be eligible for a nationally recognised vocational education and training qualification on completion of the programme. As such the account of practice outlines how they were able to meet requirements without compromising the action learning approach. Qualifications were awarded based on observed performance, mentoring and evidence gathered. Accordingly, Cother and Cother provide a detailed account describing the processes used for project planning, qualification mapping, mentoring, evidence gathering and assessment. They finish with reflections on the future of competency-based assessment.
The authors also note that if further programmes are conducted there is an opportunity to inform the debate for and against competency-based qualifications. Further they thin further research and practice may benefit from addressing how amenable qualifications from other training packages are to an action learning approach which could form the basis of an overarching action research project.
